The Universal Provider

to the fire's origin.  The first (Whiteley's own theory)
was that

the fire is the work of some rival tradesman whom he has
crushed under the juggernaut car of low prices and un-
limited competition. The Universal Provider has risen into
fame upon the universal destruction of all his rivals. Little
tradesmen have gone down by the score in order that he
might establish in the place of a hundred little shops his
mammoth emporium.

But there were obvious practical objections to this
theory, it being hardly possible to suppose that a small
rival tradesman could have had the necessary access
to, and complete knowledge of, the whole of Whiteley's
premises to execute his nefarious task. The second, or
romantic, theory was that

the incendiary is some injured lady who seeks to assuage
the fire that consumes her own heart by the spectacle of
Whiteley's goods and chattels ascending to heaven in
a flaming, fiery furnace.

The only support forthcoming for this theory was
the fact that Whiteley was known to have been a
ladies' man and to have become involved in matri-
monial troubles. The third and most generally can-
vassed theory was that "the fire is due to some dis-
contented employee who has some grudge against his
master.93 An informant called upon the Pall Mall
Gazette saying he had a relative employed under
Whiteley. " The place," he said, " seethes with dis-
content. So far as I know, whether male or female,
those who are employed by Whiteley regard their
master with feelings of intense dislike. . . . His whole
system is one of slave-driving from top to bottom.
Whiteley himself patrols the establishment like a roar-
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